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Abstract: One of the consequences of emphasizing plurality – so characteristic for
currentmasculinity studies– is that the question of commonalities and similarities
of masculinities has been neglected, and therefore the relationship between mas-
culinity as a concept and its plural forms has to be rethought. Oneway of doing this
involves conceiving of masculinity as having a largely discursive or narrative
structure and focusing on the relationality and interdependency of masculinities
by paying special attention to stories and genres as their paramount components.
If one takes narrative to be an ontological condition of social lifewhich exemplarily
manifests itself in literature and the arts, it is precisely here that a plethora of
narratives of masculinity becomes ‘visible’ in a reading process that can be con-
ceptualized as an act of imagining and a process of transfer during which readers
perpetually ‘stage’ themselves, while the performative function of narrative allows
for a variety of new masculine gender identities that become available through
their very conception in literature/art. Combining comparativemasculinity studies
with the concept of narrative paves the way for a new, more encompassing,
relational and intersectional understanding, if not definition ofmasculinity.
Most branches of masculinity studies agree that masculinity is best understood
not as monolithic but as plural and changing over time.1 There is also a wide
consensus that masculinity should not be considered as a given but as performa-
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1 Cf. Walter Erhart/Stefan Horlacher: Editorial. In: Internationales Archiv für Sozialgeschichte
der deutschen Literatur (IASL) 43/2 (2018), pp. 312–326. A different and much shorter version of
this article is published inMen&Masculinities (20th anniversary issue).
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tivity, a task that has to be achieved, and a set of norms, differing according to
regional, social and historical contexts, that society expects individuals to fulfil
and to embody. Recent research has discovered a multitude of social, historical,
and local masculinities differing from each other in terms of race and class, of
marginalization, hegemony and sexual orientation, not to mention cyborg mascu-
linities and transnational business masculinities. More often than not, the mean-
ing of masculinity seems to differ from culture to culture, from location to location
and from historical era to historical era. It differs synchronically as well as
diachronically, leading to a kind of contemporaneity of the non-contempora-
neous (Gleichzeitigkeit des Ungleichzeitigen); it differs intersectionally according
to age, religion, education, ethnicity etc., and it differs from academic discipline
to academic discipline.
In addition to this, recent work in transgender and intersex studies has
complicated the relationship of masculinity to gender division itself, arguing that
masculinity is neither innate nor necessarily linked to a male body. Jack Halber-
stam even argues that masculinity becomes particularly “legible as masculinity
where and when it leaves the white male middle-class body”,2 a thesis which
reduces traditional, that is to say male masculinity, to a “counterexample to the
kinds of masculinity that seem most informative about gender relations and most
generative of social change”.3
This emphasis on difference and plurality has led to the assumption of the
incommensurability of masculinities – up to the point where the very concept of
masculinity is not only put into question but about to become meaningless.
Therefore it is necessary to establish a common understanding of what we mean
by using terms such as ‘man’, ‘male’, and ‘masculine’, of how they are interre-
lated and of how they are related to terms such as ‘woman’, ‘female’, ‘feminine’,
‘intersex’, ‘transgender’ etc. As a matter of fact, masculinity studies seem to be in
a sort of double-bind: While current research has shown that in post-modern
societies the construction of a monolithic or ‘singular’masculine (or male) gender
identity4 has become problematic and increasingly impossible, the construction
2 Judith Halberstam: Female Masculinity. Durham: Duke UP 1998, p. 2. Cf. also Rachel Adams:
Masculinity without Men. Review of Judith Halberstam, Female Masculinity. In: GLQ: A Journal of
Lesbian and Gay Culture 6/3 (2000), pp. 467–478, here p. 468.
3 Halberstam: FemaleMasculinity (footnote 2), p. 3.
4 ‘Masculine gender identity’ refers to persons who, on a biological level, can be male, female,
intersex, transgender or other but who, on the level of gender, identify as masculine, whereas
‘male gender identity’ stresses the link with a biologically male body (though bio-medicine still is
at a loss of how to define this body). Cf. Claudia Combrink: Körper, männlicher/weiblicher. In:
Renate Kroll (ed.): Metzler Lexikon Gender Studies/Geschlechterforschung. Ansätze – Personen –
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of a masculine (or male) gender identity based on the premises of an unrestricted
plurality has turned out to be problematic and crises-ridden as well.
Since the consequence of emphasizing plurality – so characteristic of current
masculinity studies – is that the question of commonalities, shared features and
similarities of these masculinities has been neglected, it seems necessary to
rethink the relationship between masculinity as a relational concept and its plural
forms or manifestations, that is to address this problem via theoretical and
methodological approaches that put a new emphasis on commonalities without
disregarding differences and without being essentialistic. However, up to now,
any sustained dialectical sense of simultaneous difference and commonality, any
notion of persistent characteristics that cross these multiple, proliferating mascu-
linities, has remained largely absent;5 and this notwithstanding the fact that there
are – even across the wide plurality of differentiated masculinities – important
common denominators that should be taken into account, such as, to name but a
few, masculinity’s status as an identity that takes a particular narrative or textual
form, as a specific subject position in relation to the symbolic order, as a psychic
or mental structure, and as an enabling form or structure of experience and
possibility that is culturally conditioned, situated in relation to power structures,
distinctly embodied but that nonetheless cannot be essentialized.6
Since the increasing fragmentation and partitioning of the field of masculi-
nity studies7 corresponds and indirectly leads to the fact that numerous thematic,
historical, national and transnational characteristics and potential connections
have only been considered selectively and in isolation, if at all, and not in their
interdependency, it is necessary to develop new criteria and frameworks for a
comparative analysis with special regard to the linguistic structures, the revival,
transformation and embodiment of cultural scripts, narratives, images and prac-
tices held in common by diverging national and transnational masculinities.
Here, as in other fields of the humanities, a shift in focus in many of the
disciplines dealing with masculinity and gender towards narrative modes and
Grundbegriffe. Stuttgart/Weimar: Metzler 2002, pp. 213 f. In the following, the concept of ‘mascu-
line gender identity’ is used in order to not – again – limit masculinity to biology.
5 For a more substantial discussion of comparative masculinity studies cf. Stefan Horlacher/
Kevin Floyd (eds.): Contemporary Masculinities in the UK and the US. Between Bodies and
Systems. New York: Palgrave Macmillan 2017; Stefan Horlacher/Kevin Floyd (eds.): Post World
War II Masculinities in British and American Literature and Culture. Towards Comparative
Masculinity Studies. Surrey: Ashgate/Routledge 2013.
6 Cf. Stefan Horlacher: Masculinity Studies. Contemporary Approaches and Alternative Perspec-
tives. In: Greta Olson et al. (eds.): Beyond Gender. An Advanced Introduction to Futures of
Feminist and Sexuality Studies. Abingdon/Oxon: Routledge 2018, pp. 52–78.
7 For amore detailed analysis cf. Erhart/Horlacher: Editorial (footnote 1).
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structures, i. e. to stories and genres as the paramount components of historical
and current constructions of masculinities should be taken into account. This
shift is particularly important when masculinity is viewed as having a largely
discursive, textual or narrative relational structure and as consisting of a com-
plex, differentiated and dynamic subject position.8 In the last consequence, this
leads to the question of whether masculinity (in all its plural manifestations) is
not best understood as a performative and narrative concept.
Rethinking the Concept of Narrative and the
Narrative of Crisis
Although the term narrative is located at the heart of narratology, there is little
consensus about its definition, given that it has been used differently depending
on its narratological focus. If we regard the term as congruent with its German
equivalent (Erzählung), or with the French version favored by Gérard Genette
(récit), narrative encompasses at least two real or fictional events that stand in
logical or causal relation which are relayed linguistically.9 Apart from this basic
formula, the views diverge decidedly on the other immanent properties of narra-
tive, for example depending on whether the term is applied from a cognitive or
structuralist perspective.
With reference to J. Hillis Miller, Julian Wolfreys argues that narrative “is that
which produces a particular identity or meaning through the singular arrange-
ment of a temporal and spatial series of incidents, figures, motifs and characters.
Such a network will function and generate meaning according to repetition,
emphasis, amplification and other rhetorical devices”.10 By forcing events into a
chronological or causal relation, narrative is granted a didactic as well as commu-
nity-building function, among others,11 without there being agreement on whether
narrative is uncovering an inherent meaning of things or whether narrative itself
8 Cf. Stefan Horlacher: Überlegungen zur theoretischen Konzeption männlicher Identität. Ein
Forschungsüberblick mit exemplarischer Vertiefung. In: S. H. (ed.): “Wann ist die Frau eine
Frau?” – “Wann ist der Mann ein Mann?” Konstruktionen von Geschlechtlichkeit von der Antike
bis ins 21. Jahrhundert. Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann 2010, pp. 195–238, here pp. 217–
224.
9 Cf. Gerald Prince: Dictionary of Narratology. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press 2003, p. 58.
10 Julian Wolfreys: Critical Keywords in Literary and Cultural Theory. Basingstoke/New York:
PalgraveMacmillan 2004, p. 163.
11 Cf. Prince: Dictionary of Narratology (footnote 9), p. 60; Wolfreys: Critical Keywords (foot-
note 10), p. 167.
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produces this meaning performatively.12 In this context, Gerald Prince argues that
narrative “does not merely represent changes of state; it constitutes and interprets
them as signifying parts of signifying wholes (situations, practices, persons,
societies)”.13 To sum up, we can say that over the last years and even decades, a
shift from “representational to ontological narrativity” has taken place, meaning
that narratives are not representations of identity but constitute identity,14 that
narratives bring forth communities, that “social life is itself storied” and that
narrative can be regarded as “an ontological condition of social life”.15
In the following, the concept of narrative is not restricted to literary and
cultural artefacts but spans from the construction of individual gender identity
via biographical, material and embodied social processes to collective national
identities and contextualised images.16 Such an understanding of narrative offers
the possibility of overcoming the increasing fragmentation and partitioning of the
field of masculinity studies as well as the widespread assumption of the incom-
mensurability of masculinities alluded to above. Moreover, it allows for the
conception of new theories relating to the narrative construction of masculinity
and masculine (or male) gender identity as well as to the link between narrative,
affect and embodiment, that is to say the question as to how scripts, narratives
etc. become embodied and inform (not only) men’s personal and institutional
practices and gendered relations with other human beings.
One could further ask whether the heterogeneous, complex and sometimes
contradicting concepts of masculinity we witness throughout 20th and 21st century
12 Cf. J. Hillis Miller: Narrative. In: Frank Lentricchia/Thomas McLaughlin (eds.): Critical Terms
for Literary Study. Chicago/London: The University of Chicago Press 1995, pp. 66–79, here p. 69.
13 Prince: Dictionary of Narratology (footnote 9), p. 60.
14 Cf. Winfried Fluck: Reading for Recognition. In: New Literary History 44/1 (Winter 2013),
pp. 45–67, here p. 50; Wolfgang Müller-Funk: Die Kultur und ihre Narrative. Eine Einführung.
Wien: Springer 2008; Albrecht Koschorke: Wahrheit und Erfindung. Grundzüge einer Allgemei-
nen Erzähltheorie. Frankfurt/M.: S. Fischer 2012.
15 Margaret Somers: The Narrative Constitution of Identity. A Relational and Network Approach.
In: Theory and Society 23/5 (1994), pp. 605–649, here pp. 613 f.
16 As to the role of images for identity formation, Fluck concedes that they “play an important
role” but then argues that “they cannot impose unity on identity, because identity is the result of
an ongoing process or narration that is put together by an ‘I’ out of a range of choices drawn from
the personal and the cultural imaginary. Although the claim may appear counterintuitive in view
of the seemingly self-evident iconic facticity and strong immediate impact of images, they remain
nevertheless subordinate to narrative, because they depend on narrative to become meaningful.
[...] The meaning of the image is produced by the narrative context we bring to it. The same is true
of bodily experiences. Although these may be ‘direct’ and may thus appear as ‘unmediated,’ they
only become meaningful experiences as part of a self-narrative.” Fluck: Reading for Recognition
(footnote 14), pp. 49 f.
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Europe and beyond can be understood as surface manifestations of varying
narratological deep structures which, depending upon context, take on different
forms. Examples would be, among others, the narrative of fatherhood (ranging
from ‘uncaring father’ via ‘producer’, ‘provider/breadwinner’ to ‘super-dad’ etc.),
the narrative of risk17 (different modes of gender-specific risk behavior) or the
narrative of crisis;18 an almost ubiquitous narrative that characterizes so many
scholarly as well as popular accounts of masculinity that it seems to link and
probably even unify many of the dominant concepts of masculinity.
As Kevin Floyd and I have argued elsewhere,19 when ‘crisis’ is understood as
embodied and individuated, it almost seems that masculinity is never not in
crisis, never not open to corporeal slippages and failures of all kinds. Indeed, in
these terms it is this defining capacity for failure, for ‘crisis’, that drives the
corporeal, performative reiteration20 of masculinity in the first place – its re-
peated, embodied insistence upon itself. To paraphrase Judith Butler’s well-
known formulation about gender per se, masculinity is a performance defined
fundamentally by its capacity to go awry, by weaknesses one has to ‘work’ over
and over again.21 Though the concept of crisis is a powerful narrative that has
created and sustained perceptions of masculinity throughout Europe and the
US,22 it does also have its weaknesses: the inflationary usage of the crisis-model
17 Cf. Gudrun Loster-Schneider et al. (eds.): GenderGraduateProjects I – Geschlecht, Fürsorge,
Risiko. Leipzig: Universitätsverlag Leipzig 2015.
18 Questions to be asked here would include, among others, how these narratives fulfill different
(sometimes ideological) functions at different times in different cultural contexts, how they shape
individual, collective and national concepts of masculinity, which form they take in different
media and to what extent and by whom they are – analogous to Freud’s concept of screen
memory – used as decoys to divert attention from underlying social problems such as transforma-
tions of the working society or the destruction of fixed frames of reference and a foreseeable
future.
19 Cf. Kevin Floyd/Stefan Horlacher: Contemporary Masculinities in the UK and the US. Between
Bodies and Systems. In: S. H./K. F. (eds.): Contemporary Masculinities in the UK and the US.
Between Bodies and Systems. NewYork: PalgraveMacmillan 2017, pp. 1–18, here p. 4.
20 However, we also have to keep in mind that iteration or reiteration is not sufficient to
characterize masculine (or any other) gender identity given that “[n]arration, including self-
narration, is an interpretive activity that exceeds iteration, because it has to make sense of a
constant flow of daily encounters and novel experiences [...]. In consequence of this constantly
changing mix, the need for an ongoing reinterpretation and reconfiguration emerges.” Fluck:
Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), p. 51.
21 Cf. Judith Butler: Bodies that Matter. On the Discursive Limits of Sex. New York: Routledge
1993, p. 237; Elisabeth Badinter: XY. Die Identität des Mannes. München/Zürich: Piper 1993,
pp. 49 f.
22 Cf. Elahe Haschemi Yekani: The Privilege of Crisis. Narratives of Masculinities in Colonial and
Postcolonial Literature, Photography and Film. Frankfurt/M.: Campus 2011; Toni Tholen: Krise
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has often made it useless, with crisis being a problematic critical concept in itself,
given that in an almost perfidious and conservative turn, it reinforces the idea of a
formerly ‘strong’ and ‘normal’masculinity – a masculinity not in crisis – and thus
tends to strengthen traditional hegemonic structures. Moreover, the crisis narra-
tive is a problematical analytical tool insofar as it is sometimes considered to be
part of masculinity itself (Objektebene) as well as of the disciplines dealing with it
(Beobachtungsebene).
In the following chapters, I would like to narrow down the focus from the
general or collective dimension of father, risk or crisis narratives to the personal
and individual dimension of how narrative can be regarded as being constitutive
of masculine (and this includes male) gender identity. I will also inquire whether
narratological approaches, which are obviously the approaches which are usually
linked to the concept of narrative, are sufficient to understand masculine gender
identity formation or whether they have to be combined with other, mostly
psychoanalytical perspectives. Finally, any approach that argues that masculinity
is narratively constructed or that gender identity inheres in narrative has to face
the question of language conditioning, of the freedom of the subject and of what
Fredric Jameson has called the “prison-house” of language.23
The Importance of Narrative for Masculinity and
Masculine Gender Identity
As Walter Erhart has shown, research on the micro-structural level, using ‘thick
description’ (Clifford Geertz), has demythologized the history of everyday life
(Alltagsgeschichte) and brought about a multitude of ‘small narratives’ which
stand in contrast to the relatively few dominant ‘master narratives’ on the macro-
structural level.24 This research has also highlighted that masculinity can neither
be fully understood as an ‘image of stereotypical attributes’ nor as a ‘bundle of
male fantasies’, so that masculinity appears as a historically contingent, variable
der Männlichkeit – Zur Konzeptualisierung eines häufig verwendeten Topos. In: allmende.
Zeitschrift für Literatur 34 (August 2014), pp. 11–14.
23 Fredric Jameson: The Prison-House of Language. A Critical Account of Structuralism and
Russian Formalism. Princeton: Princeton UP 1972.
24 The following paragraphs are based onWalter Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht. “Männlichkeit”,
interdisziplinär. Ein Forschungsbericht. In: Internationales Archiv für Sozialgeschichte der
deutschen Literatur (IASL) 30/2 (2005), pp. 156–232. All translations by StefanHorlacher.
“From the idea that the self is not given to us...” 333
Bereitgestellt von | Saechsische Landesbibliothek - Staats- und Universitaetsbibliothek Dresden (SLUB)
Angemeldet
Heruntergeladen am | 05.12.19 09:25
narrative structure. Another result of this micro-structural diversity of masculinity
is the recognition that
the multiplicity and variability of historical gender practices stand in stark contrast to the
prescriptive norms, theories, images, and narratives which have so far formed the bases of
interest in gender history. [...] Along with the image of a hegemonic masculinity that seeks
domination, the gender order, too, seems to be dissolving into a patchwork of diverse and
everyday life contexts.25
With this approach, a strict differentiation between quasi-mythical narratives and
empirical everyday practice is barely sustainable, since for a socio-historical
approach empirical everyday practice or reality is mainly, if not only, accessible
via narratives. Thus, from an everyday-historical perspective “the thickly de-
scribed life-worlds of men and women form multifaceted stories and narratives
which are barely distinguishable from their literary role-models or blueprints”.26
Historical masculinity (and probably masculinity as such) can therefore be recon-
structed “first and foremost as a narrative structure” which consists “of narrative
methods [...] and processes with the help of which ‘men’ orient themselves toward
a historically and socially given ‘masculinity’”.27 Thereby gender appears to be
just as narratively constructed as [...] reality, or at least as many other components of our
culturally and socially constructed knowledge. [...] Most significantly, it is not only the
relation of the genders that is based on narrative stories and plots, but so is the ‘internal’
construction of gender itself. Due to this fact in particular, ‘gender’ may then be read as a
text, and, furthermore, narratological studies focusing on gender should concentrate espe-
cially on the different ‘modes of narrativity’ underlying the construction of both genders
respectively.28
From this Erhart concludes that masculinity can be regarded as consisting of a
series of culturally codified scripts as much as “of the differently and individually
formed stories that are based on them”. He argues that the
narratological reconstruction of masculinity as a narrative structure shifts the focus to those
sequences, plots and scripts that actually make historical and literary masculinities read-
able: as a narrative order of sequential acts – from singular patterns of behavior within the
25 “Furthermore, the hereby employed historiographic model of ‘thick description’ threatens to
relativize the efficacy and influence of the myths of the history of the sexes/genders along with all
cultural gender norms.” Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), pp. 190 f.
26 Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), p. 193.
27 Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), p. 207.
28 Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), pp. 215 f.
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masculine habitus [männlicher Habitus] to structures of stages in one’s life – as well as
components of narratively structured masculine gender identities [männliche Identitäten].29
As the German original and the translation of männlicher Habitus into ‘masculine
habitus’ and ofmännliche Identitäten into ‘masculine gender identities’ in the last
sentence shows, Erhart does not differentiate between masculine and male gen-
der identity. This might be due to the fact that German as a language does not
differentiate between ‘male’ and ‘masculine’ the way English does, and that the
term Geschlecht can mean both, ‘sex’ and ‘gender’; it might also be due to the fact
that the micro and macro narratives Erhart analyzes are mostly, if not exclusively,
taken from a clearly structured historical period and from spheres traditionally
linked to biological masculinity so that there is an implicit focus on (but not
necessarily a limitation to) male gender identity. However, as far as the role and
functions of narrative are concerned, Erhart’s insights are also valid for the
construction of masculine gender identity and therefore at least theoretically
open to what critics such as Halberstam have written about female masculinity
(see above).
To sum up, we can say that an approach according to which ‘men’ acquire
masculinity “by performing a narrative script, by being forced into a narrative
script, by performatively acting out a narrative script”, that is an approach
according to which masculine gender identity “predominantly works via imita-
tion, performance and enactment”, and that “thus brings into play imaginary role
models – examples, images, narrations, which circulate among individual ‘men’
and official images of ‘masculinity’” –, such an approach effectively manages to
combine literary, social and historical sciences.30 Moreover, from this perspective
one may describe masculine gender identity as a “narrative model that combines
crises – initiations, threats, failures – as core elements and nodal points in
narrative scripts to formmore or less coherent masculine stories”.31
The emphasis on coherence is in accordance with research on identity and
memory that has shown that especially in situations in which frames of reference
constantly change, coherent concepts of self can, over time, only be accom-
plished through discourse and narrative forms.32 Thereby, narrative identity is
29 Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), p. 217.
30 Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), pp. 203 f.
31 Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), p. 222.
32 Cf. Eva Kimminich: Macht und Entmachtung der Zeichen. Einführende Betrachtungen über
Individuum, Gesellschaft und Kultur. In: E. K. (ed.): Kulturelle Identität. Konstruktionen und
Krisen. Frankfurt/M.: Peter Lang 2003, pp. vii–xlii, here pp. xv–xvi; Siegfried J. Schmidt: Gedächt-
nis, Erzählen, Identität. In: Aleida Assmann/Dietrich Harth (eds.): Mnemosyne. Formen und
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regarded as fluid, as “very much in-process and unfinished, continuously made
and remade as episodes happen”33 and as adapting to diachronic changes by
constantly reinterpreting past events in view of the future. But what does this tell
us about the veracity, ‘truth’ or ‘truth value’ of the diverse and manifold masculi-
nities we find on the micro-structural level Erhart referred to?
If John R. Gillis argues that “[i]dentities and memories are not things we think
about, but things we think with”,34 it is important to realize that both are subject
to unconscious narrative frames which do not answer to truth but primarily
control the coherence of stories,35 making sure that these function as assurances
of (more or less) consistent concepts of self. Thus, the cognitive system can
always “become victim of its own powers of seduction”.36 We fall prey to our own
stories of masculinity (which are not even our own), so that the veracity not only
of the historical and reconstructed but also of the actively lived masculine identity
narrations remains problematic given that they are modeled after other narra-
tions37 – not to mention the danger of misrecognizing oneself in these narrative
structures.
However, we should keep in mind that even if the concept of narrative is of
prime importance for the construction of gender identity and masculinity, we
should not limit ourselves to narratological approaches only but critically ask
whether masculinity’s supposed proneness to crisis can really be explained as a
result of narrative schemata only, whether masculine identity formation can
really be reduced to being a mere incorporation, imitation and performance of
externally determined narrative schemata, or whether there is a separation or
difference between ‘external’ (more or less) hegemonial masculinities and an
“‘inner’, psychosocially or psychoanalytically rooted fragility”,38 between exter-
nal (clearly narrative) and internal structures of masculinity.
Funktionen der kulturellen Erinnerung. Frankfurt/M.: Fischer 1993, pp. 378–397; Fluck: Reading
for Recognition (footnote 14).
33 Douglas Ezzy: Theorizing Narrative Identity. Symbolic Interactionism and Hermeneutics. In:
The Sociological Quarterly 39/2 (1998), pp. 239–252, here p. 247.
34 John R. Gillis: Memory and Identity. The History of a Relationship. In: J. R. G. (ed.): Commem-
orations. The Politics of National Identity. Princeton: Princeton UP 1994, pp. 3–24, here p. 5.
35 Cf. Gebhard Rusch: Erkenntnis, Wissenschaft, Geschichte: Von einem konstruktivistischen
Standpunkt. Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp 1987, p. 374; Schmidt: Gedächtnis, Erzählen, Identität
(footnote 32), p. 388.
36 Rusch: Erkenntnis,Wissenschaft, Geschichte (footnote 35), p. 374.
37 “We come to be who we are (however ephemeral, multiple and changing) by being located or
locating ourselves (usually unconsciously) in social narratives rarely of our own making.” Somers:
The Narrative Constitution (footnote 15), p. 606.
38 Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), p. 207.
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For Jonathan Rutherford, who focuses on ‘male subjectivity’ and on the
processuality of male development from its maternal origin towards autonomy
and independence, using approaches and theories by Ludwig Wittgenstein, Do-
nald Winnicot, Wilfred Bion and Melanie Klein, internal and external narratives
mirror themselves. Rutherford argues that culturally highly codified master narra-
tives of masculinity such as the self-made man or masculine achiever, the soldier
or knight can be understood as the result of pre-oedipal fears and defense
mechanisms against what he calls the ‘maternal supplement’ and as structurally
inherent to the male psyche. This, by implication, explains the attractiveness and
popularity of these models – at least for a male gender identity. Rutherford there-
fore argues that the proneness to crisis inherent in male narratives is based on a
narratological concept that is not only (re)charged historically but also grounded
in a psychological structure which it then reflects.39 While it is, of course, possible
and even fashionable to argue with Judith Butler and others that narrative
performativity is downright constitutive of identity, we should at least keep in
mind that other critics are more cautious. Though Nancy Chodorow concedes that
“[t]he particular sense of self and relationship and the particular relation to and
fantasies about the body, arising in the individual family in which someone grows
up and giving any individual’s gender a unique feeling and fantasy animation”,
are “familiar to us from biography, autobiography, and fiction”,40 she also points
to the relevance of psychological processes which take place “in a different
register from culture, language, and power relations”,41 and argues that language
alone is not sufficient to understand the complexity of the creation and function-
ing of gender identities.
Language and the Question of Agency
If masculinity is no longer seen as a metaphysical, essentialist or biological
constant, if masculine gender identities are, even from a psychoanalytic perspec-
tive, to a large part dependent on narrative – and this implies: on linguistic
structures – , if language and narrative are really as important as the proponents
of the linguistic and narrative turn claim and if, as Jacques Lacan argues, man
39 Cf. Jonathan Rutherford: Men’s Silences. Predicaments in Masculinity. London/New York:
Routledge 1992; cf. also Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), p. 223.
40 Nancy Chodorow: Gender as a personal and cultural construction. In: Signs 20/31 (1995),
pp. 516–544, here p. 541.
41 Chodorow: Gender (footnote 40), p. 517.
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speaks only “because the symbol has made him man”,42 then the question arises
as to the possibility of agency of the subject, be it masculine, feminine or other. If
we accept that there is an important coincidence of language, narrative, literature
and the construction of gender identity, that human beings are positioned within
different fields of discourse and sign systems which – by creating and offering
different narratives, that is subject positions, images and models of masculinity –
foster the internalisation, imitation and performance of externally determined
narrative schemata that actively shape gender identity, then it is important to
conceive of language and its different forms or manifestations not as a “prison-
house” but as a potential site of liberation from restrictions and as a major means
for the creative construction of gender identity.
Of course, one can argue that “[i]n order to be able to construct a meaningful
self-narrative” we must “draw on narratives handed down by culture, and in
order to gain social and cultural recognition”, we must inscribe ourselves “into
culturally accepted plots”.43 However, these narratives “are nevertheless not
identical with the social narratives in which we inscribe ourselves. These social
narratives”, as Winfried Fluck argues, “may provide cultural frames of interpreta-
tion and furnish genre and plot structures for self-narration, but we still have to
turn these into the scripts of our own life”.44 So even if, according to Paul Ricœur,
we may probably never completely become the author of our own life, we may
still become the narrator of our own story.
In an endeavor to “open doors toward new constructions of subjectivity that
allow for individuality and freedom” in terms consistent with what she calls “the
discursive condition”,45 Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth argues that it is in the gap
between the potential capacities of a differential code and any particular specifi-
cation of it, i. e. between language (langue) and enunciation (parole), that the
arena of subjectivity and freedom resides. For Ermarth, identity – and this implies
gender identity and thus masculinity – has to be understood as kinetic, as
a process, an event, a particular expression of systemic value, “above all, an accomplish-
ment, a particular work, a particular act,” the “very expression” of responsibility, not some-
thing independent of it. Identity in these terms definitely has nothing to do with reducing
difference [...]. Rather, identity appears only in the act of specifying sets of rules. And as we
42 Jacques Lacan: Function and Field of Speech and Language. In: J. L.: Écrits. A Selection, trans.
Alan Sheridan. NewYork: Norton 1977, pp. 30–113, here p. 65.
43 Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), p. 51.
44 Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), p. 52.
45 Elizabeth Deeds Ermarth: Beyond “The Subject”. Individuality in the Discursive Condition. In:
New Literary History 31/3 (2000), pp. 405–419, here p. 418.
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operate simultaneously in several sets at once, identity appears as the series of constantly
multiplied specifications of the potential provided by those rule regimens.46
This concept of identity allows for what Ermarth calls “a kinetic subjectivity-in-
multicoded-process”,47 that is for a subjectivity which is thought of as
themoving nexus or intersection at which a unique and unrepeatable sequence is constantly
being specified from the potentials available in the discursive condition. Such a subjectivity is
individual in its sequence, not in some irreducible core. Its uniqueness lies in its trajectory: the
lifelong sequence, impossible to anticipate,withinwhich anunpredictable series of specifica-
tions are made from among the languages available. The volatility of language – its reso-
nance, its power of poetic, associative linkage – provides precisely the varied opportunities
for selective specification that constitute theuniqueandunrepeatablepoetryof a life.48
Thus, even in the ‘discursive condition’ agency remains possible, with the advan-
tage that, according to Ermarth, it is especially in literature that creative and new
blueprints for this singular and “unrepeatable poetry of a life” are found. While
Fluck argues that because of the factor of recognition (of the self in narrative),
stories such asCinderella and– as its “male equivalent”49– the adventure storywill
be told “over and over again”,50 Ermarth focusses less on this continuity or con-
formity but stresses that “highly achieved literary writing opens new powers in our
collective discursive potentials, in our power to revise social codes rather than
merely to repeat the same old exclusions [...], the same, same, old stories over and
over again”.51
46 Ermarth: Beyond “The Subject” (footnote 45), p. 411; the inserted quotes are from Vaclav
Havel.
47 Ermarth: Beyond “The Subject” (footnote 45), p. 412.
48 Ermarth: Beyond “The Subject” (footnote 45), p. 412. Ermarth introduces the concepts of
sequence and palimpsestousness since we occupy multiple subject positions simultaneously and
since these configurations change over time. Without mentioning Ermarth, Fluck talks about
identity positions such as gender, class and national identity which “have to be meaningfully
connected in narrative in order to allow for at least a minimal degree of continuity and consis-
tency”. Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), p. 51.
49 Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), p. 54.
50 Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), p. 52. Both, the Cinderella and the adventure
story exist in many different forms such as the fairy tale, the sentimental novel, the novel of
manners and the gothic female novel on the one hand and “as action story, detective story,
Western, war movie, pirate story, or classical journey into the unknown” on the other. Moreover,
Fluck does not limit himself to recognition but also includes “literature of misrecognition” which
“has produced a wide spectrum of genres, ranging from tragedy and the melodrama of the
nineteenth century to a tradition of social criticism focusing on the victim” (p. 55).
51 Ermarth: Beyond “The Subject” (footnote 45), p. 415.
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What at first sight might look like a contradiction – the different connotations
of “over and over again” as used by Ermarth and Fluck – is resolved when we
keep in mind that Fluck stresses that the Cinderella story, just like the adventure
story, has sparked off many different genres and subgenres. Though his “over and
over again” stresses repetition, it most certainly is repetition with a difference! So
what exactly is it then that masculinity studies can learn from literature and the
arts with respect to the construction of (gender) identities, that is to say masculi-
nities, femininities etc., and how is this knowledge produced?
The Specific Knowledge of Literature or savoir
littéraire
Though I would argue that the following line of reasoning works for gender
identity in general, as it does for the arts, there are important differences between
the way music, painting, sculpture, photography, film and literature construct,
imagine and represent masculinity,52 femininity, intersex, transgender etc., so
that – in accordance with the title of this essay – I will mainly limit myself to
masculinity and literature.
On a rather prosaic level, Todd Reeser contends that in “nearly all cases,
questions of identity – whether cultural or individual – are central to masculinity
studies, meaning that approaches to flesh-and-blood human beings and ap-
proaches to literary representations are not fully distinct”, that “sociological or
anthropological understandings of masculinity can be and were in many ways
imported to literary studies”, and that “literary constructs of masculinity may
validate conceptions of gender in the social sciences”.53 We have also seen that
according to Erhart, from an everyday-historical perspective, “the thickly de-
scribed life-worlds of men and women form multifaceted stories and narratives
which are barely distinguishable from their literary role-models or blueprints”.54
Erhart further argues that, in contrast to history and historiography, literature
offers a “psychoanalytical knowledge about masculinity” and provides a “privi-
leged access to the inner workings of modern masculinity”.55
52 Cf. Stefan Horlacher/Bettina Jansen/Wieland Schwanebeck (eds.): Männlichkeit. Ein interdis-
ziplinäres Handbuch. Stuttgart/Weimar: Metzler 2016.
53 Todd W. Reeser: Concepts of Masculinity and Masculinity Studies. In: Stefan Horlacher (ed.):
ConfiguringMasculinities. Amsterdam/NewYork: Brill/Rodopi 2015, pp. 11–38, here p. 13.
54 Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), p. 193.
55 Erhart: Das zweite Geschlecht (footnote 24), p. 206.
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Thus, literature holds a specific knowledge or, aswith RolandBarthes, a savoir
littéraire56which transcendsanypurely sociological, political orhistorical analysis.
Interpretationsof literary textsmake it possiblenot only to identify themechanisms
of construction and transformation of masculine gender identities within these
works, understood as highly artificial, condensed, polysemous symbolic systems,
but also to relate their internal logic or mechanisms to the artistic system itself, to
thewider social and cultural context aswell as to the construction ofmasculinity in
everyday life. From this perspective, literature becomes an indispensable episte-
mological medium as well as an important object of research, so that literary
analyses should include a strong focus on the complex interactions between ‘real
life’ (Lebenswelt) and the novel, poem, short story etc. as well as on the important
role these texts play in acquiring a knowledge of the lifeworld, that is, a knowledge
aboutand for livingdifferent lives that rendersÜberleben,or survival, possible.57
In accordance with Jill Matus, literature can be understood as a phenomenon
that actively shapes our concepts of reality, constitutes a central part of that
“larger symbolic order by which a culture imagines its relation to the conditions
of its existence”, exposes as well as delineates “ideologies, opening the web of
power relations for inspection”, and constitutes a space “in which shared anxi-
eties and tensions are articulated and symbolically addressed”.58 This considera-
56 Roland Barthes/Richard Howard: Lecture in Inauguration of the Chair of Literary Semiology,
Collège de France, January 7, 1977. In: October 8 (Spring 1979), pp. 3–16, here pp. 6 f.: Barthes calls
literature a “grand imposture” and “a permanent revolution of language” that cannot be reduced
to something like an agglomeration of merely encyclopedic knowledge. Quite to the contrary,
literature “accommodates many kinds of knowledge” and “is absolutely, categorically realist: it is
reality, i.  e., the very spark of the real. Yet literature, in this truly encyclopedic respect, displaces
the various kinds of knowledge, does not fix or fetishize any of them; it gives them an indirect
place, and this indirection is precious. On the one hand, it allows for the designation of possible
areas of knowledge – unsuspected, unfulfilled. Literature works in the interstices of science. It is
always behind or ahead of science [...]. Science is crude, life is subtle, and it is for the correction of
this disparity that literature matters to us. The knowledge it marshals is, on the other hand, never
complete or final. Literature does not say that it knows something, but that it knows of something,
or better, that it knows about something – that it knows about men. What it knows about men is
what we might call the great mess of language, upon which men work and which works upon
them [...]. Because it stages language instead of simply using it, literature feeds knowledge into
the machinery of infinite reflexivity. Through writing, knowledge ceaselessly reflects on knowl-
edge, in terms of a discourse which is no longer epistemological, but dramatic.”
57 Cf. Ottmar Ette: Literature as Knowledge for Living, Literary Studies as Science for Living [ed.,
trans. and with an intro. by Vera M. Kutzinski]. In: Publications of the Modern Language Associa-
tion (PMLA) 125/4 (2010), pp. 977–993, here p. 986.
58 Jill L. Matus: Unstable Bodies. Victorian Representations of Sexuality and Maternity. Manche-
ster: Manchester UP 1995, p. 7.
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tion of literature as well as its link to activist movements and politics is of special
importance since it shows how spaces are created in which ludic, creative and
experimental thinking becomes possible, in which alternatives are offered, that
is, “other images, other roles, other options for men and masculinity”,59 and in
which humankind can transcend itself and create new ways of understanding,
imagining and rewriting their gender identity.
The value of literature, Jonathan Culler argues, has “long been linked to the
vicarious experiences it gives readers, enabling them to know how it feels to be in
particular situations and thus to acquire dispositions to act and feel in certain
ways”.60 Literary texts “address us in ways that demand identification, and
identification works to create identity: we become who we are by identifying with
figures we read about”, with figures we watch or contemplate; figures who create
different, alternative, and novel identities.61 While from a ‘naïve’ perspective, this
identification Culler talks about could be seen as another potential misrecogni-
tion substituting one ‘external’ narrative for another, things are more compli-
cated.
First: It is important to note that the new and different masculinities created
by literary texts do not remain unquestioned since, contrary to many other
discourses, literature critically reflects upon its own strategies, procedures and
modes of functioning.62 Thus, in its allegories and ironies, literature is “never only
the representation of extratextual reality or ‘real life’, but also a practical linguis-
tic analysis as well as the exposition of the formal conditions underlying this very
analysis”.63 This implies that literary texts “are thoroughly cognitive processes
that systematically challenge the potential epistemological value of linguistic
59 Peter F. Murphy: Introduction. Literature and masculinity. In: P. F. M. (ed.): Fictions of Mascu-
linity. Crossing Cultures, Crossing Sexualities. New York: New York UP 1994, pp. 1–17, here p. 1.
60 Jonathan Culler: Literary Theory. A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford UP 1997, p. 113.
Literary works but also other art forms such as film or theatre “encourage identification with
characters by showing things from their point of view”.
61 Culler: Literary Theory (footnote 60), p. 114.
62 Literary texts self-consciously take their contexts (in the sense of ‘situated knowledge’) into
account since they do not make an illusory or imaginary claim for objectivity but possess a
knowledge or self-awareness of their being linguistic constructs. Uwe C. Steiner regards literature
as an “organon of knowledge about the reality of symbolic world creation” and a “genuine
medium of reflection” that “operates while focusing on itself”. Uwe C. Steiner: Können die
Kulturwissenschaften eine neue moralische Funktion beanspruchen? Eine Bestandsaufnahme.
In: Deutsche Vierteljahresschrift für Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte (DVjs) 71/1
(1997), pp. 5–38, here p. 33, 34. Translations by Stefan Horlacher.
63 Werner Hamacher: Unlesbarkeit. In: Paul de Man: Allegorien des Lesens. Frankfurt/M.:
Suhrkamp 1988, pp. 7–26, here p. 13. Translations by Stefan Horlacher.
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statements and, thereby, their own”.64 From this it follows that any identification
of the reader with masculine gender identities created by the literary text is on the
one hand wished for and on the other hand always already precarious and
questioned by the text itself.
Second: We have to be careful with the concept of identification as such.
Though identification is still “considered a key mechanism for the production of
identities”,65 for example if identification is understood as the means by which a
text “manages to create (the illusion of) a unified identity in the spectator and
thereby fixes identity in an ideologically charged subject position”,66 we have to
take into consideration that there are different forms of identification, that identi-
fication does not necessarily result in a “unified identity” but that it “is usually
partial and segmented”.67 For these reasons, Fluck argues “that reading and
reception work by means of structural analogy”68 and that the concept of identifi-
cation should be replaced by that of a transfer:
In reading, we establish analogies to those aspects that fit into our own narrative of identity
or are especially meaningful or moving from the perspective of this narrative. In this sense,
narrative can be meaningfully linked to the concept of identity: fictional texts and other
aesthetic objects provide material that allows the reader to rewrite and extend the narrative
of his own identity.
The encounter with an aesthetic object holds the promise of self-extension, because I can
attach imaginary elements of my own world to another world and become temporarily
64 Hamacher: Unlesbarkeit (footnote 63), p. 9. From this perspective, literary texts differ from
objective facts in at least two respects: “[Firstly,] they do not merely articulate a particular under-
standing of the world and of language, but they also point to the problems inherent in this
understanding and in every communication about it, which is why they may be regarded as being
genuinely epistemological; and, secondly, the epistemological value of literary, and this always
also means figurative statements, is being oddly suspended by the texts’ admission of their
figurative nature”.
65 Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), p. 57.
66 Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), p. 57. Concerning this more traditional under-
standing of identification, one could argue that texts which are poetically less densely structured,
which are less characterized by deautomatization/defamiliarization, the multiplication of conno-
tative signifiers, polysemies, polyisotopies, the recurrent use of symbols etc. might – at least on
the surface level – seem to bemore influential than their more sophisticated counterparts because
in their explicitness which stems from their lack of complexity and self-reflexivity etc. theymake a
relatively non-segmented identification with the (often conservative) images and rolemodels they
offer possible and very often do not confront the reader with the question of his or her own gender
identity.
67 Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), p. 57; cf. Rita Felski: Uses of Literature. Malden/
Oxford:Wiley-Blackwell 2008, p. 35.
68 Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), p. 59.
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somebody else. This somebody else engages me, because, in bringing him or her to life by
means of a transfer, I will draw on analogies (not always positive ones) to parts of myself.
But these parts of myself are now placed in a new context and are thus reconfigured.69
This interaction between a specific text and its specific reader can lead to the
coming into being of new, alternative and different masculinities but can also be
reassuring, confirmative and soothing;70 it can have affirmative and liberating but
also defamiliarizing, frightening and alienating effects. “[H]ighly achieved lit-
erary writing”, to use Ermarth’s expression, can free readers from habitual modes
of perception, is characterized by its ability to defamiliarize and alienate, and
subverts “the illusions on which our perception is based” by opening up “an
unexpected view of the object” as well as of the reading subject.71 By thus drawing
“attention to the illusory nature of conventional modes of perception”,72 literary
texts generate acts of the imagination which involve ideation (Vorstellung) instead
of perception (Wahrnehmung).
The fact that Fluck conceptualizes the act of reading as an act of imagining
stresses the potential of the fictional text “to articulate something that is still
unformulated”73 and to give “a determinate shape to imaginary elements, ranging
from fantasy to affective dimensions, by linking these elements with a semblance
of the real”.74 The aesthetic experience can thereby be understood as “a state ‘in-
between’ in which, as a result of the doubling structure of fictionality, we are [...]
‘both ourselves and someone else at the same time’”.75 This ties in with Ottmar
Ette’s notion of “knowledge about and for living different lives” referred to above,
69 Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote 14), pp. 59 f.
70 See above, footnote 66.
71 In Time Regained, Proust’s narrator states that “every reader is, while he is reading, the reader
of his own self” and calls the book an optical instrumentwhich allows the reader “to discernwhat,
without this book, he would perhaps never have perceived in himself”. Marcel Proust: In Search
of Lost Time. Translated by C.K. Scott-Moncrieff and Terence Kilmartin, revised by D.J. Enright.
6 vols. London: Vintage 1996. Vol. VI, p. 273.
72 Wolfgang Iser: Image und Montage: Zur Bildkonzeption in der imagistischen Lyrik und in
T. S. Eliots Waste Land. In: W. I. (ed.): Immanente Ästhetik, Ästhetische Reflexion: Lyrik als
Paradigma der Moderne. München: Fink 1966, pp. 361–393, here p. 367, quoted in and translated
by Winfried Fluck: The Role of the Reader and the Changing Functions of Literature: Reception
Aesthetics, Literary Anthropology, Funktionsgeschichte. In: European Journal of English Stu-
dies 5/3 (2002), pp. 253–271, here p. 256. It is important to keep Iser’s emphasis on reflexivity in
mind: “Reflexivity is crucial, because only this can elevate the defamiliarization of convention
beyond the level of a mere routine of making things new, so that defamiliarization will lead not
only to new perceptions but also to increased self-awareness.”
73 Fluck: The Role of the Reader (footnote 72), p. 257.
74 Fluck: The Role of the Reader (footnote 72), p. 261.
75 Fluck: The Role of the Reader (footnote 72), p. 263.
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that is a “knowledge for living” that can “be understood as an imagined form of
living and as a process of imagining life (and lives), in which self-referentiality
and self-reflexivity are critically important”.76 Thus, as Brook Thomas contends,
“[e]nabled by acts of fictionalization to move constantly between the imaginary
and the real, readers [...] perpetually ‘stage’ themselves”,77 fashion new identities,
imagine new worlds and create other, more expressive versions of themselves and
of their masculinity; versions of themselves which are not simple cases of self-
aggrandizements “through wish-fulfilment but an extension of [their] [...] own
interiority over a whole (made-up) world”;78 and this made-up world belongs to
literature, is the product of language and consists of narrative:
Little attention has been paid to the sheer fact of literary language, its particular power to
turn convention aside, to reform the act of attention, to ground and limit the very formula-
tion that is prior to any discussion at all, philosophical or practical. Languages are our tools
of thought, the essential precursors of practice. If [...] languages are above all systems, then
literary texts are the most highly achieved specifications of those systems.79
Towards an Intersectional and Relational
Definition of Masculinity
Literature does not only possess a kind of knowledge about masculinity that is
relevant for a better understanding of its construction or specific configuration,
functioning, and supposed defects but also features a co-constructive potential
which enables readers to critically question and re-construct their own masculi-
nity. By creating a fictional account of a diffuse imaginary without direct reference
to extra-textual reality, literature can be regarded as a particularly effective me-
dium for the creation of alternative masculinities beyond what is deemed accepta-
ble within a specific culture. Given the millions and millions of narratives of
76 Ette: Literature as Knowledge for Living (footnote 57), p. 986. In this context, Ette rightly
speaks of the “specific efficacy of literature [...], which, as knowledge about life and knowledge in
life, also offers knowledge for survival, spanning from the death cell and the concentration camp
in fascist Europe to various forms of migratory knowledge and to a politically and philosophically
reflected experiential knowledge about living in multicultural societies at the turn of the 21st
century.” Ottmar Ette: ÜberLebenswissen. Die Aufgabe der Philologie. Berlin: Kulturverlag Kad-
mos 2004, p. 13. Translations by Stefan Horlacher.
77 Brook Thomas: The Fictive and the Imaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology, or, What’s
Literature Have to Dowith It? In: American Literary History 20/3 (2008), pp. 622–631, here p. 626.
78 Fluck: The Role of the Reader (footnote 72), pp. 263 f.
79 Ermarth: Beyond “The Subject” (footnote 45), p. 406.
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masculinity we find in literary works and which – as a result of the doubling
structure of fictionality – we actively co-construct and thus experience, we can
argue that it is indeed the artistic use of language, that is to say the pushing of “the
limits of systemic potential without ever exhausting it”, that opens up newpossibi-
lities for unique and unrepeatable ‘poetries’ of life and that, by making readers
reconfigure their self-narrative(s),80 “contributes so directly to social health”.81
From D. H. Lawrence to Oscar Wilde, Geoffrey Eugenides and Shyam Selva-
durai, fromWilliam Shakespeare to Thomas Mann, Franz Kafka and Manuel Puig,
and from Marcel Proust to Virginia Woolf and Jacky Kay, to give but a few random
examples, it is in literature that we find new, different and more innovative, less
traditional modes and models for the (co-)construction of masculinity; narrative
modes and models which ‘speak through us’, interact with us, shape us, which –
in partial analogy to Barthes’s scripteur and Lévi-Strauss’ bricoleur – can be
combined in ever new and different configurations, are self-reflexive and can even
be experienced as otherness. Literature does not only fulfil a diagnostic and self-
reflexive analytical but also a performative function, allowing for a variety of new
masculine gender identities that become available through their very conception
in art82 and that can actively change reality since “inhabiting a language means
inhabiting a reality, and that so-called ‘reality’ [...] changes with the language”.83
If narrative, literature, (gender) identity and masculinity are as intimately
linked as has been suggested above, masculinity can probably best be conceived
of as a historically contingent, variable narrative structure that is striving for
coherence and characterized by fluidity and instability, by a precarious emplot-
ment and a constant negotiation of change and mutability. The masculinists’
postulation of a ‘true’ or ‘stable’ masculinity (based in biology) would then be
nothing but a regulatory fiction; an illusion, a simplifying Lacanian misrecogni-
tion meant to conceal the dazzling plurality but also insecurity, mobility and
fragility inherent in masculinity; “a prosthetic reality [...] that willy-nilly supple-
80 If we understand the interaction between reader and text as an “imaginary transfer”, reading
“may be described as a dialogue between two narratives: the narrative of the text and the narrative
of the reader. Its result is a subject position of non-identity. [...] The other and the self interact to
extend, and potentially reconfigure, the self-narrative.” Fluck: Reading for Recognition (footnote
14), pp. 60 f.
81 Ermarth: Beyond “The Subject” (footnote 45), p. 411.
82 For the performative function cf. Mark Stein: Black British Literature. Novels of Transforma-
tion. Columbus: Ohio State UP 2004; cf. also Stefan Horlacher: Charting the Field of Masculinity
Studies, or, Towards a Literary History of Masculinities. In: S. H. (ed.): Constructions of Masculi-
nity in British Literature from the Middle Ages to the Present. New York: Palgrave Macmillan 2011,
pp. 3–18.
83 Ermarth: Beyond “The Subject” (footnote 45), p. 410.
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ments and suspends a ‘lack-in-being’”.84 With reference to Homi Bhabha and
Jacques Derrida, masculinity could then be understood “as an unending, ulti-
mately un-definable phenomenon, composed not so much of social constructs
per se but of an unending series of questions”;85 questions surrounding a lack-in-
being so profound that in a quasi permanent act of disavowal we tend to produce
our imaginary versions of stable and strong masculinities with which to identify
in order to finally trade in our uncertainty and precariousness, our fundamental
‘questionability’, for alienation and reification.
This, of course, brings back the aspect of comparison since in order to be a
useful scientific, but also identity category some kind of definition of masculinity
is necessary; a definition which is less based on its proliferating forms and
manifestations (which, of course, should not be negated) but on their commonal-
ities, shared features and similarities. In addition to what has just been stated
about the narrative structure of masculinity and its ‘quest’ for coherence, research
should therefore also focus on the persistent characteristics that cross these
multiple, proliferating masculinities and try to identify common denominators
that would allow us to define or categorize something as masculine. Masculinity
could then be conceived of as the (temporary) overlap, intersection or configura-
tion of attributes, forms of behavior and praxes which are considered ‘masculine’
at a certain point in time, in a given cultural context and at a specific geographical
location; as an intersectional configuration which may differ according to age,
ethnicity, health, religion, social stratum etc. and which – as Bhabha and Lacan
would contend – is characterized by absence and lack at its center. Masculine
gender identity, just as masculinity, could then be seen as a potentially unstable,
contradictory, and evolving cultural product dependent on language, that is to
say on the narrative, creative and rhetorical operations which we find in litera-
ture, with the literary text as an exemplificatory space of interdiscursivity and
intersectionality being a privileged epistemological medium where this rhetorical
writing of masculinity is rendered readable and – in the very act of reading –
creatively re-writable by the reader. Or, as with Michel Foucault: “From the idea
that the self is not given to us, I think that there is only one practical consequence:
we have to create ourselves as a work of art”.86
84 Homi Bhabha: “Are You a Man or a Mouse?” In: Maurice Berger/Brian Wallis/Simon Watson
(eds.): ConstructingMasculinity. New York: Routledge 1995, pp. 57–68, here p. 57.
85 Reeser: Concepts of Masculinity (footnote 53), p. 34; cf. also Bhabha: “Are You a Man or a
Mouse?” (footnote 84), p. 58.
86 Michel Foucault: On the Genealogy of Ethics. An Overview of Work in Progress. In: Hubert
L. Dreyfus/Paul Rabinow (eds.): Michel Foucault. Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press 1983, pp. 229–252, here p. 237.
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